The Concept of Emergency Food Reserves
by Dr Addeke H. Boerma, Rome* M y current anxieties about the world cereals situation began when it became clear, late in 1972, that the U.S.S.R. had suffered a majorcropfailure and had purchased an unprecedented amount of grains, over half of it wheat. This eliminated the world surplus stocks almost overnight, leaving theworld very vulnerable if other natural disasters occurred. And, in the following months, there was a failure of the monsoon throughout the Far East, and rice production fell sharply. West Africa also was badly hit by drought.
In December 1972, I consequently got in touch with the ministers of several grain exporting countries. I found that my concern was shared, and that there was a full appreciation by exporters of the responsibilities they have in such a * Director General of the FAO. difficult supply situation. I was also encouraged by assurances that food aid programmes in 1972/73 would be maintained, so as to protect the position of developing importing countries. By drawing down stocks, disaster was narrowly averted, and many countries took action to expand their 1973 output in order to replenish supplies for this season.
World Food Security Policy
Nonetheless, with stocks coming down to their lowest level for 20 years -20 years in which the world's population has grown by 50 p. c. -the world was left with very little reserve against further crop failures. I therefore drew up a proposal for a minimum world food security policy, the main features of which I will delineate here. The reception my proposal has received thusfar has been most encouraging.
It should be understood, however, that this proposal is a medium term remedy. It entails all countries building up minimum security stocks, which will only be feasible after the world supplyshortage has beeneased. Of course, the fundamental remedy for food shortages, both chronic and temporary, is to raise production and productivity in developing countries. This goal continues to have high priority in FAO's programme.
At its session last June, the FAO Council, after considering a preliminary paper I had presented, agreed that it is "a common responsibility of the entire international community" to assure an adequate availability of basic foodstuffs, not only on humanitarian grounds but also for the economic and social stability of the world. [] Countries would undertake to adopt national stockholding policies which, in combination, maintain at least a minimum safe level of basic food stocks for the world as a whole. The term "stocks" means the supply of cereals carried over in stock at the end of the marketing year.
[] To achieve this common objective, countries would undertake to review or establish national stock policies for cereals, the principal basic foodstuffs, and to set targets for national stocks. The aim would be to maintain them at least at levels regarded as necessary to meet domestic requirements and, where appropriate, export use, in case of crop failures or natural disaster in neighbouring countries. They would agree to replenish stocks as soon as possible if they are drawn down to meet crop shortfalls. Voluntary guidelines, which take into account the special problems of developing countries, would be recommended by the Conference for the consideration of governments in reviewing or establishing their stock policies.
[] There would be regular consultations among governments, through the FAO Council -FAO's central food policy body-on the adequacy of stock levels and on short-term action required to remedy any difficulty arising in safeguarding world food security.
[] Finally, an international programme also is advocated to expand and coordinate assistance to developing countries so that they can participate more effectively in the scheme.
Countries would be expected to take steps, according to their circumstances, to follow stock INTERECONOMICS, No. 1, 1974 policies in line with the agreed Undertaking. It would also imply readiness to report on available national stock levels and to consult together on the adequacy of world stocks. The key decisions would remain in thehands of individual governments. Each country would be able to decide on its own desirable minimum stock level, in the light of its acceptance of a common responsibility for ensuring world food security. Each country would determine the form and manner in which such stocks should be held.
Countries which do not carry publicly-owned stocks can participate in the system provided their governments take steps to ensure that private stockholdings perform the functions required by the community.
My proposal clearly is not envisaged as a detailed operational plan but ratheras a framework for national action and international consultations in order to evolve -by governments themselves -a new food security system for the world.
While it would not be practicable for the FAO secretariat to quantify in advance a target of global stocks required for world security, certain yardsticks could be developed, such as the relation between stocks and world production. It may be recalled that in 1965/66 the International Wheat Council estimated "normal" carryover stocks in the five main exporting countries (Argentina, Australia, Canada, France and the United States) at 30 mn tons. "Normal" stocks were defined as "those quantities that might be regarded as necessary for maintaining continuity of supplies, and for protection against short crops and national emergencies." Since then, world consumption of wheat (and all cereals) has gone up by about 30 p.c., and aggregate annual requirements of the main exporting countries for domestic use and exports have also risen substantially. Part of this information is already obtained through existing reporting arrangements, questionnaires to governments, and cooperation with other international organizations and national market intelligence services, but these arrangements would need to be strengthened and supplemented.
The information and security system would cover all the cereals (wheat, rice, maize, millet, sorghum and other grains). Cereals are the staple foodstuffs of people in developing countries and they are the main source of carbohydrates in high-income countries as well as a major input in animal production. Other foods, such as manioc and beans, are important in certain regions, but cereals are a generally acceptable substitu-
